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Peace talks with both the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the Ejercito
de Liberacion Nacional (ELN) were considered all but over, and with them Colombian President
Andres Pastrana's chance to keep his promise to make fundamental progress toward peace before
his four-year term expires Aug. 7, 2002. Now talks with both groups could resume, again raising
hopes in Colombia that the decades-long violence might end.
In describing the faltering peace process, analysts had been using phases like "mortally wounded."
Interior Minister Armando Estrada said on Nov. 11 that negotiations were "hanging by a thread
and could break completely at any moment." But, after intense international efforts to salvage the
process, government peace commissioner Camilo Gomez said on Nov. 24 that a "highly favorable
climate exists that soon the obstacles that have kept the peace process with the Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) at a standstill since October will be overcome." Gomez made
his remarks as he left for Havana where the government signed a new agreement with the Ejercito
de Liberacion Nacional (ELN).

FARC calls for national meeting
On Feb. 9, the FARC and the government signed the Los Pozos Accord, which created a committee
of prominent citizens (Comision de Notables) to find ways to reduce the conflict and control the
ultraright paramilitary groups. The demilitarized zone in southern Colombia was extended until
Oct. 9.
On Oct. 5, government and rebel representatives signed a new agreement in San Francisco de la
Somba, which made negotiating a cease-fire a priority. Pastrana extended the demilitarized zone
until Jan. 20, 2002, while ordering controls on the perimeter of the zone to be beefed up (see NotiSur,
2001-10-19). Two weeks later, the FARC pulled out of the talks because of the increase in military
check points on the outskirts of the zone. The government accused the FARC of looking for an
excuse to avoid discussing the six-month bilateral cease-fire proposed by the Comision de Notables.
In early November, the FARC's top leader Manuel "Tirofijo" Marulanda sent a letter to the
government saying the group would only return to the negotiating table if the government met a
series of demands including a statement that the rebels are not "terrorists." Marulanda said such a
statement was necessary to "avoid giving the US a pretext for intervening in the internal affairs of
Colombia."
The FARC, the ELN, and the paramilitary Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC) are all on the
list of international terrorist groups issued by Washington in September (see NotiSur, 2001-09-14).
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Marulanda said if the government did not respond to the demands by Nov. 21, the FARC would
turn over the demilitarized zone and end any effort to continue the peace process. Other conditions
included lifting restrictions on access to the demilitarized zone, removing the military cordon
around the zone, and creating a commission to investigate paramilitary activities within the zone.
"This gives the impression that the FARC does not want to continue the process, which has not
made any progress in months, and that, to get out of it, the FARC is setting up conditions that are
unacceptable for the government." said Helena Rodriguez, political analyst at the Universidad de la
Sabana.
On Nov. 14, the group of friendly countries (paises amigos) promoting the peace process intensified
efforts to avoid a complete breakdown in talks. Efforts were led by Spain's Ambassador in Colombia
Yago Pico de Coana, coordinator of the group, which includes Canada, Cuba, France, Italy, Mexico,
Norway, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, and Venezuela. As the Nov. 21 deadline approached, UN
special envoy Jan Egeland requested a meeting with the FARC to urge continuing the talks.
The FARC initially turned down the request, saying the government banned foreigners from
entering the zone. However, the FARC finally backed down and agreed to meet Egeland and
representatives of the paises amigos on Nov. 24. Luis Valencia, a political researcher at the
Universidad Nacional, said the FARC was testing its strength against Pastrana, who is facing the end
of his term without concrete results in the peace efforts he launched in January 1999.
Valencia said the talks had reached a dead end, with each side blaming the other and neither
assuming responsibility for the problems. But he said the FARC's willingness to meet international
representatives renewed optimism that the peace process might be salvaged. "It is still possible
to continue, but it will not be easy," said Egeland after meeting with the FARC. He said the
government and the rebels need to reach an agreement before Jan. 20, when the latest authorization
of the demilitarized zone expires. "It was a long meeting, during which we were able to discuss all
the issues related to the search for peace and human rights," said Egeland, who traveled to the rebel
zone with James LeMoyne, who will replace him in January.

"But time is running out, in a month it will be Christmas."
Peace commissioner Gomez met with FARC leaders on Nov. 27 in San Vicente de Caguan in the
demilitarized zone to assess conditions for a formal resumption of talks. Gomez said they were close
to unblocking the process, and that the government wants to discuss issues such as kidnapping and
extortion, attacks against civilians, and attacks on the economic infrastructure.
Meanwhile, Marulanda has proposed a "national gathering" on Jan. 15 with Pastrana as well as
political, business, labor, church, and community leaders to discuss a wide range of issues, including
exactly what is negotiable with the state. He also raised the issue of political participation. "Why is
it only the insurgency that must make peace overtures, and not the state?" said Marulanda in his
letter. "You must understand that we took up arms because of the lack of guarantees and because all
doors for legal political activity for electing and being elected were closed to us."
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"Marulanda is proposing an alternative, and what he is basically calling for is opening political
spaces," said Gomez. "I believe Colombians are willing to open those spaces and to carry out the
reforms necessary to advance the peace process."
On Nov. 27, Pastrana said a meeting with Marulanda was possible in an effort to salvage the peace
process. ELN and government meet in Havana In early November in Caracas, a spokesperson for
the ELN told three members of the lower house of Congress Luis Fernando Velasco, Benjamin
Higuita, and Antonio Navarro Wolff- -that it wanted to resume talks with the government
"immediately and without conditions."
On Nov. 13, Pastrana responded. "With the ELN, an important door has opened, and I hope we
can advance quickly in a process of negotiation," he said. "If there is political will, it can be done."
Last April, the ELN pulled out of the "talks about talks" it had been holding with the government
during the past three years. The rebels had demanded government action against the rightwing paramilitary squads, which have attempted to block the peace process with the guerrillas.
It also wanted a demilitarized area similar to that given the FARC. Last Aug. 7, Pastrana broke
off conversations with the ELN, accusing it of intransigence, and two days later he rescinded the
political status he had given the group a year earlier (see NotiSur, 2001-08-17).
The ELN met with government representatives in Havana Nov. 19-20 and again the following week,
and on Nov. 24 they agreed to resume formal talks. The first round of talks covering key issues
including a possible cease-fire will begin Dec. 12 in Havana, the government and ELN said in a joint
communique, the Acuerdo por Colombia, issued in Havana.
Colombia's Ambassador to Cuba Julio Londono said the agreement would allow the two sides
to negotiate "under terms that facilitate analysis, discussion, and debate on the issues, with
tranquillity, agility, and without stipulations." One of the agreement's seven points calls for the
two sides to try to persuade candidates in next year's election to commit to continuing the peace
process after Pastrana's term ends. The peace process is an important issue in the campaign, in
which Pastrana is constitutionally barred from running for a second term.
The three main candidates have all taken tougher positions toward the rebels. "We have agreed
with the government to establish a period that we have called transition, given that President
Pastrana is in his final period [in office]," said ELN representative Ramiro Vargas in the office
of Gomez. "We have made a lot of progress," said Gomez. "The ELN has said that there are no
conditions, and we've taken that positively," adding that he hoped the meetings would lead to good
news for the country.
This new respite came as Pastrana was in the US asking for "unlimited" aid to fight terrorism in
Colombia. "The ELN is worried, as is the rest of the world, about the Sept. 11 events, because the
global agenda is being handled differently now," a political observer who requested anonymity told
the Inter Press Service. "We all have to see how we fit into this new order."
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